The Iconographic Motif of a Griffin and a Hare on the So-called Saracenic-Sicilian Casket from the Wawel Cathedral Treasury in Cracow
T his text deals with a set of common artistic tastes connecting Islamic and Byzantine court culture. These common artistic tastes concerned the luxurious works of secular art. The main research method used to explore the issue was a comparative analysis of the iconographic sources, including the written ones. The so-called Saracenic-Sicilian casket from the Wawel Cathedral Treasury in Cracow serves as an example of the analysis of these inter-cultural connections, as it showcases the Arabic-Byzantine artistic links.
The Saracenic-Sicilian casket is made of silver and decorated in techniques such as beaten, repoussé, cast, engraved, nielloed and gilded 1 . It has a cuboidal form, a lid of trapezoidal sides and a rectangular handle (18 × 24 × 15 cm) 2 . The longer sides are decorated with the following combat scenes: a man killing a lion with a knife, a lion biting a naked man, an armoured horseman fighting with a footman, and a man on horseback stabbing a lion. Each scene is framed in two semi-circular arches on thickset columns. The shorter sides are decorated with fantastic animal struggles: a lion biting a creature of two bodies and one head, a dragon with two heads biting a chimera. Confronted pairs of animals are depicted on the lid: lions, griffins (on the longer sides), and peacocks. A hare-like animal 3 is depicted on the top. Additionally, the base of the lid is encircled with Kufic letters. The Arabic sentence, repeated three times, is usually translated as: To you alone does the whole state belong, and I love you, or: To the possessor of the kingdom for ever and ever 4 . Recently, Dorota Malarczyk of the Institute of Oriental Studies at the Jagellonian University translated it as: He is a ruler of the whole kingdom, I love you, or: The whole kingdom belongs to him, I love you 5 . The casket was recorded in the 1110 inventory of the treasury of Cracow Cathedral as one of the box-shaped reliquaries. The 1563 inventory called it a reliquary for the soil sprinkled with the blood of Saint Stanislaus (gleba S. Stanislai), the bishop of Cracow, who was murdered in 1079. In 1602 the box -with other reliquaries -was put in a special container, which was hidden in the cathedral and after that it fell into oblivion. It should be emphasized that none of the proposed hypotheses is sufficiently convincing. Neither its iconography nor stylistic features allow for the unequivocal identification of the place of origin of the casket. Therefore, it is important to look at this situation from a different perspective, because the lack of answer to the question about the provenance is -paradoxically -also the answer. Namely, it is undeniable that the Wawel casket is an example of a high-quality and luxurious piece of art. It was probably intended for a person of high social status. Perhaps for a ruler -as it is indicated by the inscription -Islamic or Christian. In such a case, the issue of the provenience was not the most significant. Especially, as the motifs depicted on the box are universal and deeply rooted in the Mediterranean culture -combats of men and animals and fantastic creatures were well known in Arabic as well as in Christian art (both East and West, but particularly in Byzantium):
Warrior contests, battles of men and beasts, dancing, music making, and buffoonery were all favourite subjects for the courtly arts of the eastern Mediterranean, including those of Byzantium and Islam
14
. So, all of the above-mentioned themes had the very decorative character. They can certainly be interpreted in many different ways, but it must be remembered that in secular art the references to religion were not too essential:
(…) luxury art representative of those spheres of life outside the strictly religious one, keeping in mind that in Byzantine society and culture there was never a clear-cut division between the secular and the religious. These worlds coexisted, tightly interwoven in daily life. Objects with a secular function and appearance often included religious imagery. Depictions of biblical stories on secular works did not necessarily make them religious -on the contrary, these stories were often used in the context of worldly actions and ambitions . Some details of costumes depicted -like turbans -point to Byzantine relationship with the Islamic neighbours. They also highlight multiethnic population of Trebizond. In 1461 the book was taken over by the Turks. Then, they provided the manuscript with the inscriptions in Turkish, because the story was also very popular in the Islamic world 24 . Without a doubt, both cultures regarded Alexander as the ideal ruler and warrior.
After outlining one of the aspects of artistic links between Muslims and Byzantines -which, certainly, could take a different form 25 -I would like to focus on the motifs of a griffin and a hare because both are depicted on the Wawel casket and, what is the most important, they are common themes in Islamic and Byzantine art.
A griffin is a legendary, hybrid creature having the body, back legs, and tail of a lion, the head (with the pointed ears), wings, and talons (as its front feet) of an eagle. It is a combination of a lion, the king of beasts, and an eagle, the ruler of the air. This fantastic animal has probably an oriental origin -it could come from the Eastern to the Greek art, Roman, and after that to the Byzantine one 26 . Islamic art exploited both the oriental and Byzantine sources.
Flavius Philostratus mentioned griffins in The Life of Apollonius of Tyana (III, 48; VI, 1):
As to the gold which the griffins dig up, there are rocks which are spotted with drops of gold as with sparks, which this creature can quarry because of the strength of its beak. "For these animals do exist in India, " he said, "and are held in veneration as being sacred to the Sun; and the Indian artists, when they represent the Sun, yoke four of them abreast to draw the imaged car; and in size and strength they resemble lions but having this advantage over them that they have wings, they will attack them, and they get the better of elephants and of dragons. But they have no great power of flying, not more than have birds of short flight; for they are not winged as is proper with birds, but the palms of their feet are webbed with red membranes, such that they are able to revolve them, and make a flight and fight in the air; and the tiger alone is beyond their powers of attack, because in swiftness it rivals the winds" 27 . (…) And the griffins of the Indians and the ants of the Ethiopians, though they are dissimilar in form, yet, from what we hear, play similar parts; for in each country they are the guardians of gold, and devoted to the gold reefs of the two countries 28 .
Ambiguous symbolism of a griffin makes it difficult to interpret it in the respective cases, however, Christianity accepted it as a symbol of vigilance. Moreover, its body composed of two great and powerful animals was perceived to indicate the two natures of Christ: divine and human. Griffins were also regarded as extremely righteous animals, because they were faithful to one partner in lifetime 29 . Alexander the Great's celestial journey -carried heavenward in the chariot pulled by a pair of griffins -was associated with the Ascension of Christ 30 . Sometimes, however -particularly during the 11 th and 12 th centuries -griffins were interpreted as demonic animals, very vain and harmful 31 . Still, this was not consistent, as evidenced by the works of late Byzantine art. What is more, at that time griffins appear in sculptural decoration of churches 32 . They often had royal as well as religious connotations 33 . In contrast, hares were considered as lunar animals and as a symbol of fertility. In early Christian art, they meant a short life of every human and also catechumens, preparing for baptism. Saint Ambrose interpreted them as a symbol of the Resurrection. These animals were regarded as quick, crafty, skittish, and watchful (according to some records, they had to sleep with open eyes) 34 . . It should not be omitted that these small animals were rich in multifarious and ambivalent symbolism.
On the other hand, hares were a common decorative motif. Hunting for them was one of the court entertainments (their meat was a highly valued delicacy) -then, courtiers could demonstrate their hunting skills and quickness 38 . That is why hares are so popular in works of art depicting chases -of course, in the specific context these scenes could be pointed to the struggle between good and evil. Furthermore, they also served -in Islamic, as well as in Byzantine art -as a single motif, or accompanied other animals, or humans, or deities, or ornaments 39 . Having delineated only briefly the possible meanings of both animals, it is worthwhile to present a few examples of works of Islamic and Byzantine art. In the first place, they will be associated with secular art (or of unknown context):
A key iconographic source for such images is encountered in Sasanian art, especially in the decoration of metalwork with reference to royal power. Hunting scenes with or without human figures are incorporated into the iconography of the princely life 40 .
We can point to many examples of Byzantine ivory works containing the griffin theme. They allow us a very interesting glimpse into nonreligious art of the Byzantines. It was very popular. The excellent example is the so-called Darmstadt casket from the first half of the 10 th century (Hessisches Landesmuseum, Darmstadt, Germany). At the one of the end panels there is one of the earliest representations of Alexander the Great celestial journey. He is depicted with the insignia of a Byzantine emperor, sitting in a chariot pulled by a pair of griffins Griffin is also present on some preserved textiles, which may be telling, as in both cultures precious fabrics 44 were of special status. One of the most noted example is the textile fragment from the reliquary of Saint Siviard (11 th -12 th century; Trésor de la Cathédrale de Saint-Étienne, Sens, France). The fabric is decorated with a profile image of a majestic griffin, and in the background there are stylized trees. This piece of art was made in the lampas technique (invented in the 11 th century), which emphasizes the contrast between the textures and the motif 45 . Less famous, but noteworthy, is the 10 th century Byzantine silk from Antioch. Here the silk griffins flank the eight-pointed, central star in four corner compartments. What is fascinating, the technique used in this work was rare in Byzantium and indicates Islamic links -probably, the fabric was created in Antioch under Muslim reign 46 . Numerous Islamic textiles have also survived to our times. A good example of those group is the fabric fragment from al-Fustat (Cairo) Maguire, op. cit., For instance, on the rim of the bowl from Beryozovo there is an image of a dog chasing a hare 61 . Examples of Islamic works of art with hares -were generally regarded as a symbol of prosperity and fertility 62 -are also noteworthy. One of those is the flask with emerald-green cameo decoration, presumably originating from Iran (9 th -10 th century; The British Museum, London). The stylised hare is applied to the surface of the spherical body of the long-necked bottle 63 . In another example, the ceramic bowl from the Benaki Museum in Athens (9 th -10 th century), hares form a radiating design. The ornamental treatment of motifs was standard in the 9 th -century Abbasid Iraq 64 . Extraordinarily charming image of a hare is depicted on the bowl from Egypt (first quarter of the 11 th century; The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York). The animal is depicted running with a spray of leaves in its mouth 65 . A similar freshness characterises the hare from the islamic bestiary (11 th -12 th century; The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York). It is very realistic image. The brass tray (with silver inlay) in the Hermitage (ca. 1240-1250) is also worth mentioning. This object is an Ayyubid product. The round tray is encircled with band, which comprises stylised representations of running animals -among them there are hares 66 . To conclude, the mentioned Byzantine and Islamic works of art depicting griffins and hares, visibly affirm the hypothesis that in Late Antiquity and Middle Ages a set of common aesthetic and iconographic preferences existed among the elites of Christians and Muslims, even if understanding of the motives was different in detail. The courts of both cultures prized luxurious and exquisite items, particularly those made of ivory, silk, and precious metals, because these costly objects emphasized the prestige of their owners. What is more, in those works religious issues were marginalized -themes usually originated from Antiquity, were well established in the Mediterranean culture, and, what is most significant, were associated with certain values, appreciated at the royal courts. Besides, those themes also had a decorative value. Furthermore, some themes -such as griffins and hares -were also common in less sophisticated works. In my view it is fair to conclude that the so-called Saracenic-Sicilian casket is a typical example of a highquality piece of courtly art, which exemplifies intricate relationship between Islamic and Byzantine art.
